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Ted Ainsworth has always worked at his family's ice-cream business in the quiet Lancashire town of St Luke's-on-Sea.


But the truth is, he's never wanted to work for the family firm – he doesn't even like ice-cream, though he's never told his parents that. When Ted's husband suddenly leaves him, the bottom falls out of his world.


But what if this could be an opportunity to put what he wants first? This could be the chance to finally follow his secret dream: something Ted has never told anyone . . .


A charming, joyful and surprising story about love, friendship and learning to be true to yourself, Becoming Ted will steal your heart.









For my first-born nephew, Lucan Dunphy, who changed everything










Prologue


Ted stands on the stage in complete darkness. Every muscle in his body is clenched. He stretches out his fingers, giving his hands a little shake, and tries to relax his shoulders. But nothing works.


A bolt of panic shoots through him. Oh God, can I really do this?


Hanging before him is a thick velvet curtain. From the other side of it comes the muffled sound of an upbeat, cheery pop song, playing over the hum of animated chatter rising from the audience, and pierced by the occasional clink of glasses.


Ted can almost sense the expectation in the air. His own expectation is twisting his stomach in knots.


He tells himself that when the music fades, if he steps out from behind the curtain, he can achieve his dream. It’s a dream he’s been chasing for months – months that have led to this moment backstage in Manchester, months during which he’s experienced a taste of happiness deeper than any he’s ever known.


But am I strong enough to follow it through?


He wonders who’s sitting in the audience and pictures all the people who’ve supported him on his journey – all the plans they’ve made and the laughs they’ve had along the way. Then he remembers that there are other people who’ve made it clear they don’t want him to be doing this, people who’ve tried to steer him away from his dream, or made an effort to put obstacles in his way. Are they out there too?


Fear pricks at his insides.


Before he can shake it off, the music starts to fade.


As the chatter from the audience dims, Ted feels his bones going soft.


He snatches a short breath. This is it. It’s now or never.










Chapter 1


Ted Ainsworth lets out a contented sigh. As he contemplates the scene before him, a grin creeps over his face.


It’s Sunday morning and he and his husband Giles are at home in their super king-size bed, Ted propped up on a stack of gunmetal grey pillows, Giles curled up around the matching duvet. They woke up an hour ago and Ted browsed ideas for their next holiday destination on his iPad while Giles flicked through messages on his phone. Then Ted went downstairs to make a pot of coffee and came back to find Giles had dozed off. So he crept back into bed, eager to savour every second of what, for him, was the ideal Sunday.


He leans in closer to check Giles is asleep. ‘Smiles,’ he whispers, the pet name he’s used since the two of them got together nearly twenty years ago. ‘Smiles!’


There’s no response; he’s definitely asleep.


Ted sips his coffee and allows himself a moment to admire his husband. With his dark colouring and designer stubble, Giles has always been good-looking, but Ted thinks his looks may have got even better since he entered his forties. It was around this time that he started growing his hair and stepped up his activities in the gym. Two years later, the results of both are clear to see – in the thick, lush quiff fanning out on his pillow and the muscular bicep poking out from under the duvet, a bicep Giles recently had decorated with the tattoo of a swallow mid-flight. Ted feels his heart give a little wobble. Wow, he really is gorgeous.


Not for the first time, Ted wonders how he managed to bag himself such an amazing husband. Whichever way he looks at it, he and Giles are leagues apart. While Giles is sexy and charismatic, Ted is sweet and shy. While Giles is the manager of a stylish, hip hotel in the centre of Manchester, Ted works for his family’s ice-cream business, running the shop and café on the high street in St Luke’s-on-Sea, a sleepy little Lancashire seaside town. And while Giles regularly makes strangers in the street swivel around to get a better look at him, Ted’s presence usually goes unnoticed.


But is it any wonder? There isn’t anything remotely remarkable about Ted. He’s 43 years old, of average height, with a smattering of freckles on his cheeks and a physique that could best be described as a ‘dad bod’ – if the dad in question broke out in hives at the sight of an exercise bike and every lunchtime was gripped by an irresistible craving for a meat and potato pasty. He has pale grey eyes and hair his mum often says is the colour of a perfect batch of coffee ice cream. Except Ted knows from experience that nobody likes coffee ice cream, not even people who like coffee. Besides, that flavour comes out a dull, weak brown, while Giles’s hair is the rich, luxurious brown of chocolate, Ainsworth’s most popular flavour. It’s set off by his equally rich brown eyes and two little moles on his left cheekbone. Not unsightly, unsexy freckles like Ted’s; more like those delicious little chocolate drops people love to sprinkle on their ice cream.


God, I’m so lucky. So lucky, so chuffed and so grateful.


Ted wants to snuggle up to his husband, but stretched out between them is their dog, Lily. A brown and black shorthaired terrier crossbreed, Lily is usually desperate to be taken for a walk first thing in the morning, but today seems happy to snooze. Ted knows he’ll have to take her out soon but doesn’t want to disturb her, especially when she slides under the crook of Giles’s arm. Without opening his eyes, Giles pulls her in closer and their breathing slowly falls into sync. Ted’s heart gives another wobble.


He finishes his coffee and puts his cup on the side, as quietly as he can so he doesn’t wake them. It’ll be a shame if Giles’s coffee goes cold but he can always go back downstairs and make him a fresh pot. This isn’t something he’d admit to his colleagues at work – women who often moan about their inattentive men, many of whom expect to be waited on – but Ted actually likes waiting on Giles. How could I not when he looks like this?


Ted wants to take a picture but his phone is on the opposite side of the room, on top of the chest of drawers. Giles’s, on the other hand, is resting on the duvet. He grabs it, flicks up the camera and snaps off a few pics.


He goes into the photo album to see how they’ve turned out and starts swiping through. They’re lovely, so lovely he considers having one of them printed and put in a frame or using one as his screensaver. Then he accidentally swipes too far and stumbles upon a picture he didn’t take. Wait . . . what’s this?


It’s a picture of a man he doesn’t recognise. He swipes again and the man’s clothes disappear.


Shit.


He swipes one more time and is confronted by the sight of the man’s genitals.


What the hell . . . ?


Just as he’s reassuring himself that they’re probably pics of some hook-up one of Giles’s friends sent him, he swipes on to an image of the same man standing next to Giles. Giles has his arm around the man. Their cheeks are pressed together. And Giles has a big smile on his face.


The sight rips at Ted’s heart. He drops the phone on to the bed as if it’s on fire.


Shit, what am I supposed to do? Should I say something?


It turns out it isn’t his decision to make. He looks up and sees Giles staring directly at him.


‘Ted,’ he says, solemnly, ‘we need to talk.’


‘Sorry, I thought you were asleep,’ Ted stammers. His heart is pounding so violently he struggles to get his words out.


‘No,’ says Giles. ‘And I’ve been meaning to bring this up for a while.’


Ted swallows. ‘I don’t understand. Bring what up?’


Giles props himself up on the pillows, revealing the trail of stars he recently had tattooed across his chest muscles. He lifts the phone off the bed and gives a little grimace. ‘I’m sorry but I’ve met someone else.’


Ted feels as if he’s been shot. ‘W-w-what do you mean, you’ve met someone else?’


‘It’s someone I met through work,’ Giles continues, his eyes flitting down to the phone. ‘I wasn’t looking for anything, I swear. It just sort of happened. And before I knew it we were seeing each other.’


Ted feels woozy, as if he’s stood up too quickly. He blinks several times. This can’t be happening.


Whatever you do, don’t let this happen!


Then another voice strikes up. Oh, it’ll blow over. Or maybe you could learn to live with it. Apparently lots of people have open relationships . . .


But he stops himself. He knows just how much he’d hate sharing Giles with anyone else.


Then again, it would have to be better than losing him completely. Anything would be better than that.


‘Well, that’s not necessarily the end of the world,’ Ted manages, his voice cracking. ‘I’m sure we can work through it.’


Giles looks up from the phone and into Ted’s eyes. ‘No. I’m in love with him, Ted. I’m leaving you. I want to be with Javier.’


Panic tightens Ted’s throat. ‘No!’ he bleats, aware of how pathetic he sounds. ‘Don’t say that! Please don’t say that!’


But Giles doesn’t reply.


‘We’ve been together nearly twenty years,’ Ted continues. ‘How can you just throw that away? Can’t we just slow down and talk about this?’


Giles massages his temples. ‘I’m sorry, Ted, but I’ve made up my mind. And Javier’s been patient for a long time. I can’t keep him waiting any more.’


Oh God, so this isn’t a new thing . . .


Ted falls back on to the pillows. He wonders why he didn’t spot something was wrong when Giles started getting those tattoos. Why he wasn’t suspicious when Giles became obsessed with the gym and posting pictures of his physique online. Why he didn’t worry when he started coming back from Manchester with bags full of new clothes. How could I have been so stupid?


Now that he thinks about it, though, it all makes sense.


At the start of their relationship, Giles worked in junior positions at various hotels in St Luke’s-on-Sea. Eventually, he was offered a job at the Westcliff, the town’s most exclusive hotel, and slowly worked his way up until he was appointed manager. But after a few years, he started to feel restless and began looking around for a job in a bigger hotel out of town. Then Covid struck and he had to shelve his ambitions. He was put on furlough and didn’t work at all for months. Neither did Ted during the first lockdown, but after that the shop reopened for takeaway orders only. While this wasn’t ideal, it at least gave him something to do. Giles, on the other hand, spent all day at home – feeling held back, feeling contained, feeling trapped. And brooding.


He became listless and distant. And the affection he showed Ted faded like a photo in sunlight. Ted pretended not to notice, reassuring himself it was just a temporary consequence of the pandemic. If you believed what you heard in the media, plenty of relationships were struggling. Then, gradually, the pandemic started to recede and, one by one, restrictions were lifted. When the hospitality industry finally reawakened, Giles managed to secure a job running a fashionable boutique hotel in Manchester. He became noticeably happier – and Ted thought their unacknowledged little rough patch was over.


But now he’s gone and met this Javier.


‘So how long has this been going on for?’ Ted asks.


‘About nine months now,’ Giles answers. ‘But the truth is, I already knew something wasn’t right between us. In fact, I’m not sure it ever was.’


Ted lets out a little breath, as if he’s been punched in the stomach.


Well, this had to happen sometime. I couldn’t fool him forever. I’m surprised he stuck with me for so long.


Giles inches closer and Ted can just about make out the scent of his rich, woody aftershave lingering from the day before. ‘With you and me, it was about . . .’ He pauses to search for the right word. ‘Convenience.’


‘Convenience?’


‘Yeah. It just kind of suited everyone. But now I’ve met Javier I can see that I’ve just been watching the world through a window. I was never quite in it, never really taking part. Do you know what I mean?’


No, I don’t know what you mean. I thought we were happy. I thought we were in love.


Ted turns to face him. ‘But what about our world?’ he pleads, repulsed by the note of desperation in his voice. ‘What about our home? What about Lily?’


Giles rubs his jaw. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know about any of that – there’s still lots I’ve got to work out. All I know is, I feel like life’s been passing me by while me and you have been stuck in this quiet little seaside town full of old people. Having our takeaway and movie nights. Maybe going to a restaurant once a month. And all the time looking forward to our next holiday.’


‘But we love going on holiday,’ Ted mewls. ‘We love going off and having adventures.’


‘Yeah, but that’s not enough, Ted. I want an adventure full-time. I want to go off and live!’


Ted sits forward and grabs hold of Giles’s hands. ‘I’ll change, Smiles. I’ll give you as many adventures as you want. All day, every day. I promise I’ll make our life more exciting!’


Giles shakes himself free and stands up.


‘I’ll go to the gym!’ Ted squeals. ‘I’ll get myself in shape. Would that help?’


But Giles doesn’t respond. He opens his wardrobe and starts pulling out clothes.


‘What are you doing?’ Ted asks.


‘Packing my things.’


‘What, now? You’re leaving now?’


Giles shrugs. ‘I might as well. There’s no point prolonging it.’


Ted rushes to the edge of the bed.


Please don’t leave me. Whatever you do, don’t leave me!


He considers throwing himself at Giles, clinging to him so tightly that he can’t leave. But he stops himself.


It isn’t pride that holds him back – far from it. It’s simply the knowledge that it won’t make any difference. Because I had this coming all along. Giles pretty much said that.


He feels defeated. He feels broken. He feels ransacked inside. And he has no idea what to do.


Lily jumps off the bed and barks.


‘It sounds like she’s ready for her walk,’ Giles says.


Ted nods, his head feeling like a dead weight. This all seems eerily unreal, like he’s stepped out of his body and is watching from a distance as somebody else plays his role.


He can’t believe that less than half an hour ago, he’d thought he was having the ideal Sunday. He can’t believe that just a few minutes ago he was feeling lucky, he was feeling chuffed with his life. Then – just like that – it turns into the worst day ever. And one from which he isn’t sure he’ll ever recover.










Chapter 2


The following morning, when Ted sets off to the beach, his whole body feels laden down with sadness. All he can do is slope along, lugging one foot in front of the other. He tries to quicken his step but can’t. If it wasn’t for Lily pulling him along, he might even come to a halt.


At the end of his quiet residential street, he turns the corner and emerges on to a wider road that leads down to the seafront. He passes a café with a board in the window advertising pensioner specials, a dealership for mobility scooters with a row of them lined up outside, and a shop selling antiques and bric-a-brac, its window stuffed full of ornaments Ted can’t help thinking belong in a skip.


A few paces further on, Lily squats on the pavement for a wee. Ted has to step out of the way as a river of urine flows past him and into the gutter. For a moment, he stands still, mesmerised by it. Then Lily pulls at her lead and he allows himself to follow.


‘Alright, Lil,’ he says, mournfully, ‘let’s get to that beach.’


Ted and Giles brought Lily to live with them ten years ago, although Ted has no idea how old she is as she was a rescue dog. It took him months to persuade Giles to get a dog, then Giles wanted to buy a French bulldog – until they heard all kinds of horror stories about the operations the dogs needed just to breathe properly. Ted suggested they pop along to the local sanctuary, under the guise of ‘looking for ideas’, where they were introduced to a parade of cute dogs, all of which had been abandoned or mistreated by their owners, each of them pleading for a new home – including, right at the end, the as-yet-unnamed Lily. She wasn’t a cute dog and never has been: her teeth are as yellow as a slab of cheap Cheddar cheese, one of her ears stands up and the other flops over, and she has weapons-grade halitosis. But Ted couldn’t help noticing that none of the other visitors were stopping to pet her. He felt a rush of emotion he was convinced was love at first sight but may just have been empathy. He promptly announced that they’d found the dog for them and Giles didn’t argue. Nor did he argue when Ted wanted to name her after his favourite drag queen, Lily Savage. In any case, she soon proved herself to be such an affectionate dog that Giles fell in love with her too. And even though, from the start, Ted was the one to get up early and take her for walks, to feed her and pick up her freshly laid turds, he’s always known she prefers Giles.


Giles.


Giles, who’s just left me.


Giles, who said things were never quite right between us.


He feels an ache in the core of his gut. He tries to ignore it and plods on.


It’s a long road, lined on either side by late Regency terraces painted in a range of pretty pastels, containing small hotels, bed and breakfasts or guesthouses. These have columns of bow or curved bay windows, a wrought iron balcony stretching along the first floor, and a short flight of steps leading up from the street to the entrance. The pavements before them are divided by rows of trees and flowerbeds that have recently been replanted with pansies, geraniums and petunias. Sights like these serve as a reminder that in its day St Luke’s-on-Sea was considered smart and genteel; the masses of mill and factory workers from the industrial towns around Lancashire preferred to take their holidays in the much more buzzing Blackpool, just up the coast. But that day has long since passed. The paint is peeling off the façade of several of the hotels, some of the awnings bearing their names are ripped or collapsing in on themselves, and Ted has to dodge his way around huge cracks in the pavement.


As though on auto-pilot, he mentally ticks off his regular sights as he passes.


There are the two hippos standing on either side of the entrance to a guesthouse, both of them painted gold. Ted has no idea of the story behind them but, as ever, is struck by the way they stand out from their surroundings.


Then there’s the statue of a minor prince – a younger son of George III – who was instrumental in developing the town. He’s dressed in military uniform and holding a sword, but bending his leg in a pose Ted thinks is delightfully camp, as if he’s about to launch into a chorus of some show tune, complete with dance routine.


Finally, at the end of the road there is, of course, the sea – although from this vantage point only a thin strip of it is visible. And standing in front of it on a little traffic island is a huge flagpole, from which flies a Union Jack.


Yes, everything is exactly as it always is. Nothing has changed.


Except, at the same time, everything has changed. Everything’s different. Because Giles has left me.


For a moment, Ted misses his husband so badly he can barely draw breath. He comes to a stop in the middle of the pavement and leans on a wall to steady himself. He had no idea it was even possible to feel this sad. He still doesn’t think he’ll recover. He has no idea how he’ll ever regain his capacity to feel any positive emotion.


Before long Lily starts tugging at her lead again. He lumbers on.


Monday is Ted’s regular day off work, as he has to supervise the shop every Saturday, which is their busiest day of the week. Although he has mixed feelings about this, today he’s thankful as it means he can spend time on his own.


Yesterday, when he returned from his walk, Giles had already left the house. Almost immediately, Ted felt his absence as if it were pressing in on him, as if he could touch it – and he couldn’t avoid it.


He was still too shocked to cry so spent most of the day replaying the conversation they’d had in his head. When he was sick of that, he did a few household chores, tasks he could complete mechanically. And in the evening, he sat on the sofa and tried to watch TV, but Giles’s empty space next to him was too much to bear. So he gave up and did nothing. He just sat there, staring into space. And gradually, the sadness ground its way into his bones.


He drags himself to the end of the road, where stretching out before him is a vast expanse of turquoise sea and a golden, sandy beach. To his left is a row of grand Georgian hotels named after the dukes of Devonshire, Cumberland and Clarence, each with a glass-fronted lounge in which pensioners are sitting sipping tea. Beyond them is the Victorian wrought-iron pier, its thick, rusty legs thrusting up from the sand, an arcade at its entrance and a little funfair at its end. On Ted’s right – in the distance – is the old white windmill, the town’s most famous landmark, which welcomes visitors arriving from the north. Beyond that, only just about visible, is Blackpool Tower.


He stops at the traffic lights and presses the button to cross the road, Lily’s tail whipping out a beat on his legs.


It’s a brilliantly sunny spring day and the sky is one block of bright blue, as though it’s been coloured in with a felt-tip pen in a children’s picture book. The weather strikes Ted as inappropriately cheery, almost as if it’s trying to torment him. Overhead, a trio of seagulls squawk, swoop and soar.


When the lights change, he crosses the road. On the other side, he cuts through a strip of ornamental gardens – stuffed with more bedding plants and some tropical-looking yuccas – and emerges on to the promenade. This is paved with red bricks, scattered with the occasional heap of sand washed over by the sea at high tide, and lined with railings that have been painted cobalt blue. After a few paces, there’s a piece of public art that was commissioned just a few years ago; it’s meant to represent a woman emerging from the sea, a woman who embodies the spirit of the town. While it was being created, the inhabitants of St Luke’s were promised their very own Angel of the North and excitement built. But when the statue was finally unveiled, disappointment was expressed at the figure’s stocky frame, her unattractive features and the sour look on her face. The editor of the local newspaper memorably described her as looking like ‘a menopausal dinner lady holding in a fart.’ She’s always reminded Ted of his Auntie Brenda when she came out of hospital after her hysterectomy.


He trudges on in the direction of the pier, passing several benches, some of them with little wooden shelters built around them. He notices that one of them has been dedicated to a man whose name is followed by the inscription, ‘If I don’t do it, nobody else will’.


I wonder if Giles saw that . . . I wonder if he saw it when he was getting bored of his life with me.


He forces himself to keep walking.


As usual for a Monday morning, the only people Ted sees are fellow dog walkers – some of them jauntily swinging bags of poo – and the occasional jogger or cyclist. But everyone looks happy, and one or two people he recognises smile at him or wish him good morning. There’s the man wearing a baseball cap and Jesus sandals who’s walking his Airedale Terrier, and the wiry-looking woman who always goes running in the T-shirt of some foreign marathon she’s completed and still wears a thick cotton facemask. As he returns their waves, it occurs to Ted that none of them has any idea what he’s going through. This only makes him feel worse.


After a few hundred metres, he comes to the steps he usually takes down to the beach. As soon as he reaches the bottom, he lets Lily off her lead. She bounds off to explore, her tail wagging. Ted watches her leap over the dry sand and on to the damp, flat area leading down to the shoreline, at which point her paws create a trail of prints. He follows them towards the sea, towards the calming rhythm of the waves.


And Ted remembers that it was on another beach – on another sunny spring day – that Giles asked him to marry him.
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Come on, spit it out!


Ted knew it was coming. But how long’s it going to take?


It was a glorious spring morning and he and Giles were on holiday, staying in a farmhouse that had been converted into a hotel in the hills near Lucca, in Tuscany. They’d explored the local area, taking day trips to Pisa, Florence and Siena, and spent several days relaxing by the hotel’s pool. In the evenings they’d enjoyed the local food and wine in friendly, unpretentious ristoranti, or al fresco on the hotel’s patio, overlooking a lush green valley. Then Giles had suggested they go for a drive to the nearby seaside town of Viareggio.


In itself, this wasn’t enough to arouse Ted’s suspicions, but he’d accidentally overheard Giles chatting to the woman who ran the hotel about packing a picnic – he’d told her it needed to be special. So Ted had peeped inside the basket and found a bottle of Prosecco and two plastic glasses. This had prompted him to rummage further and, slotted in between some pecorino cheese and a packet of Tuscan prosciutto, he’d uncovered a ring box. He’d somehow managed to slot it back in without opening it but ever since had been buzzing with excitement.


When they arrived in Viareggio, they headed straight to the public beach – in between the private beach clubs – and managed to find a quiet spot. It was a weekday in April so not too busy with tourists or locals. Even so, Ted didn’t want Giles to get down on one knee and propose, only for some stranger to spoil it by shouting out a homophobic insult. Once he was satisfied they were safe, he spread out their blanket and they sat down.


‘Isn’t this ace?’ gushed Ted. He gestured to the sapphire-blue Mediterranean and picked up a fistful of white sand, letting it run through his fingers.


A grin split Giles’s face. ‘Yeah, it’s beautiful. I’m really glad we came.’


Alright, now get on with it. Hit me with that proposal!


Evidently, Giles wanted to take his time. He made Ted sit through the entire meal, then struck up a conversation about what they’d like to do for the remainder of the holiday.


‘Shall we check out the Cinque Terre?’ he said. ‘It’s supposed to be the place to go. Or apparently there are some really cool art galleries in Pietrasanta. Oh, and didn’t somebody say that opera composer Puccini lived near here? Apparently his house is a museum.’


Stop banging on about opera and ask me to marry you!


Over Giles’s shoulder, Ted spotted a group of young men approaching. They were kicking around a football, shoving and shoulder-barging each other, and making low, growling noises. Oh, please don’t let them sit near us. Please don’t let them ruin our moment.


As he willed them to keep going, his heart cannoned in his chest. Thankfully, they walked past and continued towards the marina.


Right, let’s go . . .


‘Actually, I’m glad we’ve got the beach to ourselves,’ Giles said.


Ted’s stomach performed some kind of cartwheel. ‘Oh yeah, why’s that?’


‘There’s something I want to ask you.’ He paused to smooth out his hair and straighten the collar of his shirt.


Trust Giles to want to look perfect for his big moment. Ted didn’t know whether to scream with impatience or roll his eyes fondly. He settled on a smile and sat up expectantly.


Giles reached into the picnic basket and pulled out the ring box. He rose up on to one knee and opened it. After another pause – this one for dramatic purposes only – he looked at Ted and his grin crawled into his eyes.


‘Ted Ainsworth,’ he said, ‘will you marry me?’


Ted felt a tingle like an electric shock run up his spine.


In that moment, he forgot that he and Giles were even on a beach.


In that moment, he felt like they were the only people in the world.


In that moment, he felt a swell of happiness so strong he couldn’t imagine it would ever fade.


[image: Illustration]


Back at St Luke’s, Ted stands looking out to sea. As he twists his wedding ring around his finger, the memory of his happiness lodges like a barb in his chest.


How did we get from that to this?


It hadn’t helped that they weren’t able to travel for two years. Going on holiday was the shared activity they enjoyed most, something for which they saved all their spare money. But their plans were repeatedly thwarted by the series of Covid lockdowns, then the various travel restrictions, uncertainties and last-minute changes to border policies. Not to mention the need for Ted to work – a need that was only exacerbated by the pandemic. For the first time in its nearly 100-year history, Ainsworth’s was in crisis. As well as the original ice-cream parlour on the high street and two little kiosks on the seafront, Ted’s parents had expanded into a second shop in the Victorian arcade. They’d spent an extortionate amount of money fitting it out, but then, on the week it was due to open, the first lockdown was announced. His parents tried, but failed, to get out of their lease – and were left saddled with a massive debt they were still struggling to repay as the shop had to be abandoned. When the tourists and daytrippers eventually started trickling back to St Luke’s, Ted had to stick around and join the effort. ‘Family first’ was his parents’ motto. As if I could ever forget.


Thankfully, Giles didn’t seem too bothered by Ted’s long shifts as he was also busy focusing on work – and his new job in Manchester. But it turns out that when they weren’t working and their holidays were taken away from them, what was left just wasn’t enough for Giles. Their relationship wasn’t enough. Ted wasn’t enough.


I’m never enough for anyone.


He steps back from the shore and continues sloping along the beach in the direction of the windmill. He passes a row of shops, beach cafés, seafood stalls and one of Ainsworth’s kiosks, all built into the foundations of the promenade – all of them closed at this time of day. Above them, a little further along, rises the town’s showpiece Art Deco bandstand, surrounding it is a colonnade of viewing decks that are also built into the promenade. Then, when the promenade comes to an end, an area of sand dunes springs up.


It’s at the foot of these that Lily stops to curl out her usual turd. When she’s finished, Ted stoops to bag it up and tosses it into a nearby bin. He tries not to remember the first time Giles attempted to pick up her waste but couldn’t go through with it. He never tried again and Ted would sometimes complain about it. Oh to be able to complain about it now.


He lets out a ragged sigh. ‘Oh, Lily, I miss your daddy.’


What he doesn’t tell her is that he has no idea how he’s going to cope without him. He’ll miss the rhythm of their life together. Making Giles his coffee and setting it down next to their bed every morning. Texting him to ask what he’s had for lunch so he doesn’t make the same thing for tea. Spending hours making his favourite meals then seeing his face light up as he sits down and tucks in.


He’ll also miss the banter that filled so much of their time together. Offering to drive whenever they set out on a journey, only for Giles to joke that he wants to arrive in one piece. Opening the window before they go to bed at night, complaining that he’s suffocating, only for Giles to shut it again, protesting that he’s freezing.


And he’ll miss the repartee the two of them perform for the benefit of others, the way they tell a story a few times until it settles into a familiar patter. Of course, Ted’s the straight man in this double act, while Giles gets all the laughs. But Ted has always been happy with that arrangement; he’s always been happy watching Giles shine.


Without him, Ted can’t see his life being anything other than dull. He’s the gravy to my chips. The burger to my bun. The bangers to my mash.


Tears prick the backs of his eyes. They break through and start running down his cheeks. An older couple who are walking their Golden Retriever stray into his vicinity but he doesn’t want them to see him so he retreats into the dunes. He climbs to the top of a hill and slumps down. And there, facing the sea, he allows the tears to run. They run and run. They take hold of his body, giving it little convulsions. And he cries himself raw.


After a while, Lily trots up to sit next to him. Her paws are damp from paddling in the sea and coated with sand. She snuggles up to Ted and licks his face. Her mouth smells like an open sewer but he doesn’t mind. He puts an arm around her and pulls her close.


‘I know, Lily,’ he says, between sobs, ‘I know you miss him too.’


When the dog starts to whimper, he realises she’s tired. He gives a big sniff, knuckles the tears out of his eyes, and dries his face on his sleeve. He drags himself to his feet and starts to trudge home.


Just as he’s putting Lily on her lead, his phone vibrates to tell him he has a text message. Desperate to see if it’s from Giles, he whips the phone out so quickly he almost sends it flying into the air. But it’s from his best friend, Denise.


Denise is a few years older than Ted and works on the make-up counter in the town’s only department store. Though it doesn’t sound like she’s enjoying work today.


‘This new girl I’m training up is hopeless,’ reads her text message. ‘She’s as much use as an ashtray on a motorbike. Roll on Friday night!’


Every Friday night, Ted goes to Denise’s flat to drink Prosecco and watch the latest episode of RuPaul’s Drag Race. Whatever’s happening in his life, watching the queens express themselves through drag, letting loose their outrageous alter egos, never fails to raise his spirits. But this week he doesn’t think he’ll be able to face it. He’ll text her later to explain.


As he shuts down his phone, he catches sight of the photo of him and Giles that’s set as his screensaver. He supposes he’ll have to remove it at some point. But he can’t bring himself to do it yet. What if there’s a chance he’ll come back?


He stuffs the phone back into his pocket. As if.


When he reaches the flagpole, Ted crosses the road and plods back towards home. On the corner of his street is Memory House, a care home for the elderly, at the front of which is a row of self-contained flats with their own terraces. Standing on one of them is an elderly man with dazzling white hair, wearing a smart and immaculately pressed lilac shirt and a purple cravat, sipping tea out of a delicate-looking antique china cup and saucer. Ted knows some of the residents by sight and often gives them a wave – but he’s never seen this one before.


‘Good morning!’ the man calls out to him.


Ted arranges his features into his best approximation of a smile. It actually hurts to pretend he’s happy. ‘Morning,’ he mumbles.


Before the man can reply, Ted has crossed the street and is pressing on. There’s only so much human interaction he can handle.


He’s dreading facing his colleagues at work tomorrow. He’s dreading having to tell them what’s happened. But most of all he’s dreading telling his parents. Because he knows they’ll be disappointed. Yet again they’ll be disappointed in me.


But there are still twenty-four hours until then. Twenty-four hours in which he’s going to hide away from the world and wallow.










Chapter 3


As Ted steps off the high street and into Ainsworth’s ice-cream shop, he braces himself. His plan is to avoid being drawn into chats with his colleagues and to lose himself in work. It’s the only way I’ll be able to make it through the day.


‘Hiya!’ calls out a chorus of female voices.


‘Morning,’ replies Ted, closing the door behind him. He looks at his watch, hoping to give the impression that he needs to crack on.


Come on, you can do this.


Next to the entrance to the shop stands a huge plastic model of an ice cream in a cone, with a flake sticking out of the top. It’s been there for as long as Ted can remember and has recently become something of a social media icon, with customers posing next to it for pictures. Beyond it, along the left-hand wall of the shop, runs a counter, its bottom half studded with pink leatherette, its top half glass-fronted and displaying ice creams and sorbets in a dazzling range of colours, plus every conceivable topping, from caramel sauce to hundreds and thousands. Behind this is a board detailing all the available flavours, from the classics to the weekly specials, plus the popular Lancashire Legends collection – including Eccles cake, parkin and Manchester tart. There are machines for making tea, coffee, waffles and pancakes, as well as dishes and floats for serving sundaes and banana splits, and jars and trays full of biscuits, shortbread and cupcakes. Above everything hangs a big sign emblazoned with Ainsworth’s distinctive purple logo.


As ever, the shop is bursting with light, thanks to the full-length windows that run along the front, and a ceiling that’s tiled with mirrored squares. In the main seating area, pink wicker-backed chairs are arranged around black circular tables, on a floor mosaicked with triangles of pink and white marble. Along the right-hand wall runs a row of booths, with benches upholstered in the same studded pink leatherette as the counter. And along the back wall is a display cabinet stuffed with all the awards Ainsworth’s has won, and next to it a series of black and white photos of the shop and its owners over four generations, culminating in a colour picture of Ted, his mum, dad and sister, Jemima, standing in front of the counter. Above this runs another sign carrying the words, Ainsworth’s: The Story So Far. As ever, Ted’s attention snags on the last two words. ‘So far’.


Those two little words that put me under so much pressure.


As the shop doesn’t open till 10 o’clock, there aren’t any customers, just the two young women who work on the counter. Like Ted, they’re dressed in purple polo shirts featuring Ainsworth’s logo, with a name badge pinned to their opposite breast. Now they’ve finished setting up, they’re leaning on the counter, sipping coffee and chatting. Once they’ve greeted Ted, they go back to whatever it is they’re discussing. Which is fine by me – in fact, it’s a relief.


But then, striding towards him from the back of the shop, comes the production manager, Dorothy.


‘Ted,’ she calls out, ‘can I have a word?’


Dorothy Potts is in her late fifties, a capable yet slightly bossy woman, and – as Ted’s mum is fond of saying – ‘not as good as she thinks she is’. She wears glasses that take up most of her face, has fair hair cut in a wedge, and is slim bordering on skinny, with a neck that’s starting to look scrawny, at which she often clutches during conversation.


Ted gestures to one of the tables. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘It’s our Janine,’ Dorothy begins once they’re sitting down, ‘you know her wedding’s coming up?’


Ted’s hand darts to his forehead. Do we really have to talk about weddings?


‘Urm, yeah,’ he manages, ‘I did know that.’


‘Well, we need to decide on the table decorations . . .’


As she lists the various options, Ted zones out and fiddles with a pot holding sachets of sugar and wooden stirrers. When Dorothy leans in closer, he gets a whiff of her perfume. He remembers Giles once joking that it smells like his wee after he’s eaten asparagus.


Giles.


His insides give a lurch.


I need to stop thinking about him. I need to get him out of my head.


‘Honestly, it’s a nightmare,’ Dorothy goes on, clutching at her neck. ‘I just want everything to be perfect. I mean, she’s my little girl and it’s her wedding day; I want it to be the happiest day of her life!’


Ted accidentally rips open a sachet of sugar and spills it on to the table. ‘Absolutely,’ he splutters, sweeping it up with his hand.


‘Anyway, I was hoping you could do me a favour,’ Dorothy adds. ‘I’ve got a meeting at the venue at six o’clock but one of our deliveries is coming late. I don’t suppose you could stay and deal with it for me?’


Ted writhes in his seat. ‘Oh, I don’t know, I wanted to get off early myself.’


Come to think of it, this is the third time you’ve asked this month.


‘Please, Ted,’ she wheedles, ‘it’s our Janine’s special day, her one day to feel like a princess.’


‘Oh alright,’ he concedes, ‘email me the details and I’ll sort it out.’


But before he can finish, Dorothy’s whipped out her phone and is firing off a text. ‘Thanks, Ted,’ she says, without even looking up, ‘I knew I could rely on you.’


Knew you could rely on me? Or knew you could take me for a mug?


Ted checks in with the girls on the counter, then does his best to keep busy. At least he doesn’t have to avoid his mum and dad; they’re on their way to Manchester for a meeting about restructuring their debt. Which reminds him: he promised to call in to the factory first thing. Once he’s set up the till, he goes through.


Behind the shop, across a tarmacked lane, is a modern building with several forklift trucks lined up outside the entrance. Its interior couldn’t be more different from that of the shop; this is a domain of stainless steel machines, tanks and pipes, of temperature gauges and control pads, of industrial sinks and power hoses. This is where milk from a local farm is turned into Ainsworth’s real-dairy homemade ice cream – or, as Ted’s dad likes to say, ‘this is where the magic happens’. And, as the company’s marketing material is proud to boast, it happens according to a recipe handed down through generations – and is kept a strict secret.


The staff in the factory – who are mainly men – are dressed in white overalls and matching aprons, with nets over their hair and Wellington boots on their feet. They’re loading in the morning delivery from the dairy – bags and bags of the basic pre-blended mix of whole and skimmed milk, cream and sugar, which has already been pasteurised and homogenised. This will later be loaded into the gleaming steel vats of the ice-cream makers, before the ingredients to create the flavours are added. The results are pumped out into big white tubs and stored in a huge walk-in freezer.


Ted knows that a lot of people would be fascinated to find out how the ice-cream-making process works – and that many of them would say he has a dream job. The problem is, it isn’t his dream. But his sister Jemima has never shown any interest in joining Ainsworth’s. For the last twenty years, she’s lived in London, where she works as a model. When they were children, Jem was always the loud, extrovert one, and had great success competing in local beauty pageants, so no one ever doubted she’d leave St Luke’s-on-Sea to pursue her dream – which meant Ted had to stay and work for the firm. It wouldn’t have occurred to him to mount any kind of challenge. It would have just felt wrong. And he couldn’t have done that to his parents.


The irony is, Ted doesn’t actually like ice cream – and didn’t even like it as a child. But he didn’t dare tell anyone. Who ever heard of a child who doesn’t like ice cream? Especially not the child of the local ice-cream makers. The very idea was preposterous. For nearly one hundred years, ice cream has formed a key part of who the Ainsworth family are. It’s what everyone knows about them; it’s their identity. So Ted just played along. And all these years later, I’m still playing along.


He clears his throat. ‘Morning everyone.’


A group of men nod and raise their hands in greeting.


‘’Ere, Ted,’ says one, ‘Cole’s just been on his first date.’


Ted feels the sadness kick back in. Do we seriously have to talk about dating now? It’s like the universe is trying to kick me when I’m down.


The man gestures to Cole Egerton, a quiet, lanky, mixed-race boy in his late teens who looks like he bitterly regrets saying anything about going on a date. ‘Yeah, but it wasn’t a big deal,’ he mumbles.


‘Go on,’ coaxes another young man, ‘how did it go?’


Oh, please don’t tell us. I really don’t want to hear about it.


‘She was nice,’ Cole answers, reluctantly. ‘I liked her.’


‘So did you get with her?’ asks one of the men.


‘Did you go back to hers?’ prods another.


‘Did ’e ’eck!’ says a third. ‘This one couldn’t pull a hamstring!’


Everyone laughs until an older man steps in. Derek Slack is the factory supervisor, a portly man with thumb-thick eyebrows and a completely bald head, who often turns up in the morning with shaving foam in his ear – as he has today.


‘’Ey, pack it in, lads,’ he says. ‘And you ignore ’em teasing, Cole. Enjoy your freedom while you can, before you get tied down by a ball and chain. I’n’t that right, Ted?’


God, do we have to do this?


‘Urm, yeah,’ he mutters, ‘something like that.’


Derek mimes a look of embarrassment. ‘Oh, sorry, Ted, I forgot you’re still loved up.’


Ted realises he needs to change the subject – and fast. ‘Anyway, how’s everything in here? Are you all set for the day?’


‘Actually, I were wondering if you could help me out,’ says Derek, beckoning him to one side. ‘It’s just that we’ve run out of raspberries and I’m really up against it. I don’t suppose you could nip to the cash and carry for us, could you?’


Wait a minute, how’s that my job as manager of the shop?


But Ted doesn’t voice his objection. In any case, I was just thinking I want to keep busy.


‘OK, go on then.’


‘Thanks,’ says Derek, ‘you’re a good lad.’


Ted pretends not to notice him winking at his friends.


God, I really am a mug.


As he retreats to the shop, Ted spots the girls from the counter standing in the lane, vaping. He looks at his watch; there are just a few minutes to go until the shop opens to the public. But from the looks on their faces, one of them has just received some bad news.


‘What’s the matter?’ he asks. ‘Is everything alright?’


‘No, everything’s not alright,’ seethes Jinger Braithwaite. Jinger is a pretty redhead who’s had so much Botox that Giles often jokes she looks like a dummy in search of a ventriloquist. Ted shakes the memory away.


‘I’ve just been dumped,’ announces the other woman, Bella Winstanley, a California blonde who wears foundation that’s almost a perfect match for Ainsworth’s mango sorbet. ‘The worst thing is, he did it by text!’


Ted shifts his weight from one foot to the other. I really don’t want to have this conversation.


‘I’m sorry about that,’ he manages, flatly.


‘He says he doesn’t want to be tied down,’ Bella elaborates, breathing out a cloud of smoke that smells of pineapple. ‘Well, he wasn’t saying that this morning when he wanted to shag me.’


‘What a bastard,’ says Jinger. ‘I can’t believe he’d do that to you, babe.’


Bella sniffs. ‘But I love him, Jinge. We’ve been together a whole year!’


A year? Me and Giles were together for twenty.


Ted scrambles around for something comforting to say. ‘Well, maybe if he’s that kind of guy then he isn’t right for you. Maybe you’ve had a lucky escape.’


Bella shoots him a curled look. ‘But I’m twenty-eight, Ted!’ Her face freezes as if registering the full horror of the situation. ‘God, I can’t believe I’m going to be single at twenty-eight!’


You do realise I’m 43?


But before Ted can say anything, she bursts into loud, theatrical tears.


Jinger looks at Ted and draws in her mouth tightly. ‘Look at the state she’s in, Ted. I don’t think she should be at work. Just think of her mental health.’


Ted lets out a sigh he hopes doesn’t sound exasperated. ‘OK, let me just nip to the cash and carry then I’ll cover for her. It’ll be alright, we shouldn’t be too busy and I can work over my lunch.’


Bella takes another drag of her e-cigarette and the tears stop abruptly. ‘Actually, I might need the whole week off.’


Ted blows out his cheeks. He’s used to people taking advantage of him but this is something else.


Well, if I’m going to keep busy, I might as well be dead busy.










Chapter 4


Further up the high street, Oskar Kozlowski is steeling himself to speak. But he doesn’t think his comment will be welcomed.


It’s his first week on a job, refitting and redecorating an old-fashioned café – what the English call a ‘greasy spoon’ – that’s being converted into an organic, gluten-free, vegan restaurant. After a few days of stripping out the fixtures and fittings, Oskar and his workmates have paused to listen to the interior designer present her vision. Misty Playfair is a thin-lipped thirtysomething with a bony décolletage – a word Oskar learned recently and is delighted to bring to mind. Her design combines two colour palettes, both inspired by the local area; while the lower floor is to be painted and upholstered in warm, cheery yellows and oranges, inspired by the town’s beach, the upper floor will be decorated in much cooler shades of blue, inspired by the sea. But Oskar has spotted a flaw in Misty’s plan – in the shape of the wooden banister that runs along the staircase and links one floor to the other. This is to be painted turquoise, to complement the colours upstairs, but he thinks it will look terrible in such a prominent position downstairs. But as a lowly painter and decorator, dare I point it out?


He reminds himself that Misty usually looks down her nose at him, making it clear that, as a Polish immigrant, she sees him as unrefined, uncultured and uncouth. Yeah, but you’re not, Oskar. And you need to believe in yourself.


He cautiously raises a hand.


Misty quirks an eyebrow. ‘Yes?’


‘I was just thinking, are you sure you want the banister to be turquoise? It’s just so much of it will be downstairs and it won’t really fit the colour palette.’


Misty looks at him as if his skin has just broken out in angry, pus-oozing boils. ‘Sorry,’ she says, ‘I can’t tell what you’re saying.’


Oskar knows this isn’t true; his accent is much softer than it was when he arrived in the UK and his workmates have complimented him on it several times. And although his English isn’t perfect and he still tries to learn a new word every day, it’s certainly better than any of the other Polish people he knows. Not that he spends much time mixing with Polish people. The truth is, he does everything he can to shake off any association with his home country. But unfortunately, people like Misty insist on reminding me of it at every opportunity.


He lets out a breath then repeats his point, slowly. ‘We could always paint it in a more neutral grey or off-white. Maybe like the colour of seashells?’


Misty looks unsure how to respond, before saying, ‘Funnily enough, I was thinking of doing something with seashells – you’ve just reminded me. We could also hang some real seashells from the banister.’ She pauses, clearly struggling to get the next word out. ‘Thanks.’


A smile plays at the corners of Oskar’s mouth. But he’s worried he’s only going to have annoyed her.


As soon as the presentation is over, he throws himself back into his work. Earlier in the day he’d added filler to the various holes in the walls and, now that it’s dried, he goes from spot to spot with sandpaper, smoothing down the bumps and uneven surfaces. As he focuses on this simple task, everything else fades into the background. He wonders if this is an example of his latest word of the day: mindfulness. Concluding that it probably is makes him feel a little bit better. And a little bit better about myself.


Oskar moved to the UK ten years ago, which is when he started working as a painter and decorator. But his dream has always been to be an interior designer, like Misty. After saving up enough money, he recently completed an online course – for which he was awarded a distinction. Since then, he’s been bursting with ideas and can no longer walk into a room without wanting to reinvent it. But he doesn’t have the confidence to pursue his dream in any professional capacity. He’s learnt through bitter experience that lots of people in this country view Polish immigrants as labourers or tradesmen, not artists, and he doesn’t think anyone would respect him as a designer, let alone hire him. I’d only fall flat on my face.


He’s distracted from his thoughts by an unusual tapping sound. He looks up to see it’s coming from Misty, her acrylic nails skittering across the screen of her iPad. She catches him looking and unleashes a corrosive smile. ‘This is an iPad, darling. Don’t you have them in Romania?’


‘Actually,’ he says, ‘I’m from Poland, not Romania.’


She shrugs. ‘Is there a difference?’


Don’t let her get to you, Oskar. Don’t rise to the bait.


He contorts his face into a smile. ‘Yes, they are two very different countries, Misty. For example, Frédéric Chopin was from Poland, while the most famous person from Romania was Count Dracula.’


She examines a chip in one of her nails. ‘Fascinating.’


‘Having said that,’ he adds, ‘I’m pretty sure you can buy iPads in both countries. Maybe you don’t realise but they’re actually quite basic.’


Across the room, he hears a few of his workmates sniggering. Misty scoffs and goes back to tapping at her screen.


Yes, I shut her up but why do comments like hers still hurt me?


Oskar returns to his work, eager to focus on sanding once again and hoping all thoughts of Misty will fade from his mind.


He snatches a quick look at his watch.


Just one hour to go.


One hour and I’ll be out of here.


Oskar says goodbye to his workmates and ducks out of the shop while Misty has her back turned.


He lives in Eastcliff, the caravan park just outside town, next to the wind farm that greets visitors as they arrive on the A-road from inland. He can walk home in half an hour, which will give him just enough time to go out for a short bike ride and clear his head before his evening meal.


He sets off down the high street, which is flanked on either side by a row of tall, grand Victorian buildings. Most of these are made of red brick or sandstone, although one has a mock Tudor frontage and another a mosaic of blue ceramic tiles lining the façade. The buildings are linked by a succession of wrought-iron awnings that form a covered walkway over the wide, stone pavement. Oskar strides under it, passing three charity shops, a shop selling trinkets inspired by the seaside, and another that appears to sell nothing but a range of garishly coloured crystal ornaments in the shape of animals. As he passes the entrance to the Victorian shopping arcade, he glances inside but most of its mahogany-framed units are empty. Oskar has to stop himself imagining how he could update and redesign it.


When he comes to the end of the block, he presses the button to cross the road. While he’s waiting, his eyes are drawn to a huge Egyptian obelisk that rises from an island in the centre of the junction. He can’t help wondering how on earth something like that ended up in this little Lancashire seaside town. Mind you, you could say the same about me . . .


It suddenly strikes Oskar how strange it is that he’s put down roots here – and not just that but that he feels so content and settled. When he was growing up in a small town on the north coast of Poland, he’d never heard of St Luke’son-Sea. He’d never even heard of Lancashire. How funny that it’s become my home.


When the green man flashes, he treads on. He passes Glasstone’s, the old family-run department store – and in the window catches sight of his reflection. He looks younger than his 33 years, with fair, medium-length messy hair and a natural, unmanicured beard. Apart from a black enamel stud in his left earlobe, he’s currently displaying no hint of his personal style; he’s dressed for work, in utilitarian shorts with lots of pockets, sturdy boots and an old T-shirt, which is covered in oil and paint stains. Nothing about him stands out from his surroundings or looks like it doesn’t belong. He wonders if any of the people passing have the slightest idea he grew up in a completely different world.


He continues down the high street, and the smell of vinegar on steaming hot chips draws his attention to the town’s most popular fish and chip restaurant. On the tables outside are gathered groups of day-trippers, many of them parents with toddlers or people who’ve brought disabled relatives to the seaside. A boy in a wheelchair gives him a wave and Oskar returns it with a smile.


In the next block, the star attraction is without doubt the town’s biggest ice-cream shop, Ainsworth’s. Oskar knows this is famous all over Lancashire because, whenever he tells anyone he lives in St Luke’s, one of the first things they mention is Ainsworth’s ice cream. Although funnily enough, he’s never tried it. For the first time, he finds himself drawn to the shop.


He pauses at the window to look at the menu. But his eyes drift inside and on to the décor. It’s a strange mix of what he judges to be original features, giving off an almost cool, retro vibe, and ill-judged updates and additions, such as an abundance of 1950s fuchsia pink leatherette and a mirrored ceiling that would look more at home in a 1980s nightclub. But it has so much potential . . .


He stops and gives his feet a little stomp. Come on, don’t torture yourself.


Even with its unattractive décor, Ainsworth’s is packed with customers – which makes Oskar assume the ice cream must be excellent. He looks again at the menu and spots all the usual flavours. Chocolate, strawberry, mint choc chip – and Vimto. What’s Vimto?


He considers going inside and ordering one, but he’s feeling fragile after all the hostility from Misty and just wants to get home. Besides, he doesn’t want to spoil his bike ride by giving himself a stitch. So he turns and walks away. And he resolves that as soon as he gets home he’s going to look up the word Vimto.


Who knows? Maybe today I’ll learn two words.
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